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Abstract
The landowner–tenant relationship is important to the implementation of conservation on agricultural lands. Women own or co-own a significant portion of U.S.
farmland yet are underrepresented in conservation research. The next generation
of agriculture professionals can benefit from first-hand experience in assisting
women landowners and their tenants in navigating the complexities of conservation decision-making. This article analyzes undergraduate student perceptions
of landowner–tenant relationships in conservation management through their
engagement in case studies with women landowner–tenant pairs in the Western
Corn Belt. Student groups were asked to complete a management improvement
plan that both incorporated the agronomic and conservation goals discussed by the
landowners and tenants, following a field trip and interviews with the landowners,
tenants, and other key stakeholders. Assessment data included a quantitative survey
of career goals and conservation attitudes, qualitative reflections at start and end of
course, and autoethnographic observations. The case studies presented students with
new knowledge challenging previously held assumptions, leading some students
to reconsider landowner–tenant relationships and conservation decision-making.
However, students returned to existing gendered norms and production-oriented
stereotypes when applying this knowledge in real-world farm management plans.
Although students gained firsthand valuable experience from the case studies, a
one-semester case study was insufficient to significantly shift student perceptions.
We recommend that more curricular experiences incorporate the complexities of
agricultural decision-making to better equip future agricultural professionals with
skills to ensure environmental and social sustainability outcomes.

1

Abbreviations: USDA-NRCS, U.S. Department of Agriculture–Natural
Resources Conservation Service; USDA-SARE, U.S. Department of
Agriculture–Sustainable Agriculture Research and Education.

INTRODUCTION

Nebraska is the fourth-ranked state for the total value of
agricultural products sold and ranks among the top five
cash producers for major U.S. commodities including cattle,
corn (Zea mays L.), and soybean [Glycine max (L.) Merr.]
(USDA-ERS, 2020). Geographically, it is located in a unique
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position in the Northern Great Plains, at the western edge
of the Corn Belt and adjacent to the major wheat-producing
states across the Plains and Mountain West, and therefore
represents a nexus of several major U.S. agricultural commodities. Agriculture dominates its land use, with 91% of
the state either in cropland or grassland utilized for livestock
(Nebraska Department of Agriculture, 2019) and corn
or soybean representing approximately 70% of harvested
cropland (USDA-NASS, 2020). Although these commodities
represent economic drivers in the state, they also contribute
to significant soil and water degradation challenges, where
a number of surface waters are above the safe drinking
water levels for nitrate and smaller municipalities require
costly water treatment infrastructure (City of Hastings, 2020;
Mittelstet, Gilmore, Messer, Rudnick, & Heatherly, 2019).
Such challenges are ubiquitous across agricultural regions
in the United States, where watersheds with greater amounts
of cropland are found to contribute more to flood frequency,
discharge, and nitrate-nitrogen concentrations in surface
waters (Broussard & Turner, 2009; Raymond, Oh, Turner,
& Broussard, 2008; Zhang & Schilling, 2006). Significant
soil degradation over just the last several decades is a result
of more intensified crop management including decreased
crop diversity, more intensive tillage, and increased use of
chemical-based fertilizers (Veenstra & Burras, 2015). Further, these trends in soil and water degradation are expected
to intensify with climate change (Gowda et al., 2018). In spite
of decades of conservation research and billions of dollars
annually spent on conservation, it is difficult to pinpoint
individual attitudes or characteristics that predict farmer
adoption of conservation practices (Prokopy et al., 2019), and
negative environmental consequences from agricultural production persist (Broussard, Turner, & Westra, 2012; Prokopy
et al., 2020).
Farmer–operators have been the focus of much conservation adoption research; however, scholars argue that a more
critical study of land ownership and tenure is needed to
advance conservation goals (Carolan, 2005; Carter, 2019;
Petrzelka & Marquart-Pyatt, 2011). Thirty-nine percent of
agricultural land in the United States is farmed by someone other than the landowner (USDA-NASS, 2014), yet the
tenant–farmland owner relationship is understudied in agricultural research (Barnett, Spangler, Petrzelka, & Filipiak,
2020). Furthermore, 42% of Nebraska landowners (including co-owners) are women (USDA-NASS, 2020), yet women
landowners are an underrepresented demographic in conservation adoption outreach and research (Eells & Soulis,
2013; Wells & Eells, 2011). The large percentage of rented
hectares (acres), paired with the lack of research on women
landowners, poses challenges to agricultural advisors, conservation professionals, and agribusiness, who are tasked
with enrolling more hectares (acres) in conservation programs and initiatives. This is particularly important in the

Core Ideas
∙ Conservation implementation depends upon
landowner–tenant relationships.
∙ Women landowner–tenant case studies provided
real-life scenarios for undergraduate students.
∙ Students recognized the importance of landowner–
tenant relationships to their careers.
∙ Students typically defaulted to gendered and
production-oriented mindsets.
∙ Social components of diversification and sustainability need emphasis in curriculum.

context of women landowners, as gendered power dynamics in this relationship may influence if and how women
landowners access and utilize information about conservation (Carter, 2017; Druschke & Secchi, 2014; Wells & Eells,
2011).
Beginning farmers and early career professionals are in
both a unique and challenging situation, at present, in terms
of entering the agricultural and farming workforce. It is estimated that through 2030, 70% of U.S. private farm and ranchland will change ownership, as up to 25% of farmers and
ranchers retire (Parsons et al., 2010). Additionally, recent
research notes that if farm incomes continue to fall, as they
have been for the last several years, young and beginning
farmers are more likely to experience extreme financial stress
(Key, 2019). This is occurring within the context of continued farm consolidation and increasing farm sizes across
many agricultural enterprises (MacDonald, 2020). The students in today’s undergraduate agronomy courses will soon be
navigating complex social relationships and decision-making,
whether it is in respect to their own families’ farm operations
or as agricultural advisors.
Although content delivery in agronomy classes often
focuses on technical or cognitive domain skills, such as quantifying crop management recommendations (i.e., how much
fertilizer to apply, which products in to include in an herbicide program), there are a number of skills more associated with the affective domain that are important in discerning the complexity of factors that influence decision-making
on farms, including the economic, social, and environmental components (Bloom, 1956). Skills in the affective domain,
associated with values, attitudes, and emotions, are of particular importance for future farmers and consultants in navigating landowner–tenant relationships and for implementing
conservation, where there are known to be a multitude of factors that impact decision-making (Prokopy, Floress, KlotthorWeinkauf, & Baumgart-Getz, 2008). Additionally, there are
pedagogical approaches shown to be effective for gaining
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such skills in undergraduate education. Authentic or experiential learning associated with field-based courses, involving
stakeholders and community groups, have been shown to
improve student learning, engagement, and professional
development in undergraduate agriculture courses (Jelinski, Perrone, Blair, & Fabian, 2020; Mann & Schroeder,
2019; Sorensen, Corral, Dauer, & Fontaine, 2018; Yates &
Hodgson, 2018).
Given the urgency of climate change adaptation, soil conservation, and water quality improvements, as well as concerns about land tenure, it is critical the next generation of
agricultural advisors be well equipped in navigating the complexities of the landowner–tenant relationship if we are to
implement more practices on the ground. In this project, we
analyze a model for training and educating future agricultural advisors and conservation professionals in the social
dynamics of on-farm conservation. We focus on a senior capstone course taught by the first author at the University of
Nebraska-Lincoln, analyzing a case study project involving
three pairs of women landowners and their tenants in eastern Nebraska and northwestern Missouri. As we explain further in the following section, we partnered purposefully with
women farmland owners in the case study creation; this was an
effort to increase students’ exposure to a demographic often
underrepresented in agricultural programs, yet who are influential in conservation implementation. To understand how
students learn about the landowner–tenant relationship and
view its importance to their careers, we asked the following
questions:
∙ How do agronomy students’ understandings of the
landowner–tenant relationship shift throughout the
semester as they learn more about this relationship and
work on a conservation plan that fits the goals of both
landowner and tenant?
∙ How do these understandings inform students’ own career
and education goals beyond this class?
∙ How do student definitions of conservation-related terms
shift throughout this course experience?

2
2.1

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Course overview

The course described in this research project is a capstone
(culminating or summative experience) intended to integrate
knowledge from prior courses and experiences into a major
project. The course has been taught for several decades within
the College of Agricultural Sciences and Natural Resources at
the University of Nebraska-Lincoln in a similar experientiallearning format; students participate in a pre-semester field
trip to learn about the challenges and goals of a farm opera-
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tion for which they will develop a farm improvement plan over
the course of the semester. The final course assignment asked
students to focus on at least two production challenges as well
as one more conservation-oriented goal (although these elements were noted as not needing to be mutually exclusive). In
the past, this farm improvement plan focused only on the primary farmer operator and did not include intentional emphasis
on the role of the landowners in decision-making. Thirty-two
students were enrolled in the course; course enrollment typically ranges from 20 to 40 students and is usually comprised
of senior-level students majoring or minoring in agronomy,
the majority of whom intended to farm and/or advise farmers in the future (Table 1). We did not collect racial/ethnic
identity information though the class seemed to reflect consistency with the broader college’s student demographics, which
are approximately 86% White–Non Hispanic and 8% minority student (Asian, Black–Non Hispanic, Hispanic, American Indian/Alaska Native, or Two or More Races) (UNLCASNR, 2016).

2.2

Landowner-farmer collaboration

In summer–fall 2018, the co-authors recruited three Nebraska
women farmland owners through the Center for Rural Affairs’
network (Center for Rural Affairs, 2020; the Center for Rural
Affairs is a non-profit dedicated to strengthening rural communities, social and economic justice, and environmental
stewardship, with headquarters in Lyons, NE) to collaborate on a U.S. Department of Agriculture–North Central
Region–Sustainable Agriculture Research and Education
(USDA-NCR-SARE) Partnership proposal. To participate,
landowners’ tenants needed to agree to sharing agronomic
farm management data with students in a University of
Nebraska-Lincoln senior agronomy capstone course and
farms needed to be located within a day’s drive from the University campus. We did not collect demographic information
about the women farmland owners beyond gender identity,
and therefore can make no statements as to their racial or class
identities. The project proposed to analyze tenant–landowner
conservation decision-making through the development of
three different farm case studies to be created by students
in the senior agronomy capstone course. The aim was to
create a management plan for use by the landowner–tenant
teams and to educate students about the importance of social
relationships in conservation and farm management more
broadly. We strategically chose to focus on women farmland
owners knowing that they are underrepresented in scientific
study and agricultural outreach (Eells & Soulis, 2013; Wells
& Eells, 2011) despite owning or co-owning 42% of Nebraska
farmland (USDA-NASS, 2020). The project was funded in
spring of 2019; USDA-NCR-SARE grant award ONC19-052
funding provided compensation to landowners and tenants for
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TA B L E 1

Overview of student demographic information

Student major
or co-major

Count

Demographics

Count

Agronomy

31

Male

29

Plant biology

1

Female

3

Fisheries and
wildlife

1

Student minors

Count

Career intentions

Yes

No

Agronomy

1

I expect to farm land that I own

22

9

Agricultural
business

1

I expect to farm land that I rent

22

9

Agricultural
economics

1

I expect to own farm land that
others farm but I do not farm
myself

5

26

Mechanized
systems

1

I anticipate that in my future work
I will advise/educate producers

26

5

Turf and
landscape
management

1

I anticipate that in my future work
I will advise/educate landowners

25

6

their participation in this project, supplemented the costs of
course travel for students, and the integration and collection
of sociological and agronomic data from the landowners and
tenants.
The co-authors began conference calls with the landowners
in early 2019 to plan for summer 2019 visits. In summer 2019,
the co-authors visited each farm and conducted individual inperson interviews with each landowner and tenant to identify land management goals and needed agronomic information for the fall field course component. In August 2019, the
instructor of the course (co-author Basche) and students spent
one day visiting each farm and interviewing the landowners, farmers, and other related professionals including agriculture industry representatives and Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) conservationists. Students worked
throughout the semester on the preparation of a final written report that included three primary elements of improvement that needed not be mutually exclusive: at least two crop
management improvements (i.e., nutrient management, crop
rotations, integrated pest management) based on the goals
and challenges of the landowners and tenants, as well as
one management improvement that was specifically targeted
to more conservation-oriented goals (i.e., flood mitigation
through crop to grassland conversion, integrating buffer strips
or grassed waterways). Students presented their reports to the
landowners and tenants in December 2019 during the final inperson meeting of the course. Table 2 summarizes the three
different case study scenarios. Each farm was owned or coowned by a woman. Here, and throughout, we refer to the
farms as “Southern Farm,” “Eastern Farm,” and “Northern
Farm” so as to protect the confidentiality of the case study
participants.

2.3

Assessments

Our goal in this project was to assess student learning and
attitudes about the complex social relationships involved
in expanding and implementing conservation on agricultural lands. The University of Nebraska-Lincoln Institutional
Review Board approved our protocol to include student survey results and writing assignments from the course in our
research inquiry (Project ID 19457). Students attended a
course orientation immediately before the field trip in August
2019, during which time an educational assessment specialist
presented students with the informed consent information and
a survey with questions about career intentions, perceptions
of conservation, and factors influencing on-farm decisionmaking. All students (n = 32) consented to taking part in
the project. During the semester, students submitted reflection assignments that asked a series of questions about their
perceptions of landowner–tenant relationships, impressions
of the field trip, how they envisioned the course could support their future work, and general attitudes about conservation, diversification, and sustainability.

2.4

Analysis

Data informing this article include quantitative assessments
collected at the start of the course, qualitative reflective student data collected prior to and after completing the field component, and then again at the conclusion of the course, as well
as autoethnographic data (Ellingson & Ellis, 2008) from the
first author’s experience teaching the course. Basche collected
individual-level data from students through different modes

Fertility/nutrient use, cover crop
management, water
management/drainage concerns

Converting row crop land area to
grass for water management
and livestock, land/business
transition, water
management/drainage concerns

Organic transition, land/business
transition, increasing alfalfa
production, alfalfa nutrient
management

Eastern farm

Northern farm

Stated landowner and/or tenant
goals

Adding tile drainage, nutrient management,
increasing pollinator habitat, shifting crop
rotation to include more corn/residue for
erosion control, enrollment in
Conservation Reserve Program to address
water/drainage

Incorporation of more perennial forage
crops, buffer strip to address erosion,
alfalfa nutrient management, converting
cropland to pasture

Cash rent

Cash rent

Neighbor farming for
several other
landowners, farms
crops primarily but
has cattle on other
land

Neighbor farming for
other landowners
including his family,
farms corn, soybean,
alfalfa and helps
maintain a cattle
feedlot. Alfalfa on
this land used for his
own cattle feed

Sole owner; has a
small house on the
property as a
second home;
inherited farmland
where she grew up

Fertility management with in-season N
application, grassed waterways, shifting
crop rotations to include winter annual
crops, herbicide management through
diversifying corn/soybean varieties,
diversifying cover crops

Crop-share

Father–son farming two
fields for this
landowner, primarily
corn–soybean,
farming ∼809
hectares (∼2,000
acres) together

Sole owner; lives
out-of-town but
visits frequently;
land was
purchased by
mother as an
investment
Sole owner, working
on transitioning
daughter more
actively; lives on
the farm; widow
now managing
farm after
husband’s death

Proposed ideas by students

Lease agreement

Tenant information

Landowner
information

Overview of case studies included in the senior agronomy course and research

Southern farm

Location

TA B L E 2
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and at different times throughout the semester; however, the
learning was collective and iterative, informed through the
field visits, presentations, in-class discussions, class visitors,
and preparation of the final farm improvement report. Therefore, the focus of assessment is not upon measuring students’
individual learning or progress; rather, these different data
points reflect moments in time that speak to students’ shared
learning processes throughout the course.
The co-authors met biweekly by phone throughout the academic year of 2019–2020 to discuss the course and data
collections, taking notes to document Basche’s own reflective observations throughout the experience of teaching the
course. In addition, Basche also wrote a summary upon conclusion of the semester recording her end-of-project reflections and questions. The student survey was analyzed using
descriptive statistics. At the end of the semester, co-authors
collaboratively developed descriptive coding schemas from
the combined data using the adapted Grounded Theory
(Corbin & Strauss, 1990) process that involved three steps:
individual coding, comparative coding, and synthesis of codes
into conceptual categories. First, each co-author read through
the data individually, developing codes from the students’
learning reflections. The co-authors then engaged in comparative coding, noting exceptions and points of commonality
through a series of iterative discussions, developing conceptual categories. Through these comparative discussions, the
co-authors reached intercoder agreement and created the final,
comprehensive synthesis of conceptual categories describing
students’ learning and process of understanding the importance of agricultural advisors, which emerged from and were
repeated across the data analyzed.
Basche was directly embedded within the project and the
day-to-day management of the teaching and student evaluation, whereas Carter was further removed from the course,
providing one guest lecture to the class (related to women
landowners) and then observing the students’ end-of-semester
presentations, both via Zoom. The findings present only one
example or case and are not meant to be generalized to or
representative of all students in agronomy; rather, we present
an example of how experiential learning and partnerships
may inform and influence agronomy students’ learning about
social relationships, to inform future education, outreach,
and research.

3

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

3.1
Students identified the
landowner–tenant relationship as important to
collaborative conservation planning
Students identified new recognition of the landowner–tenant
relationship’s importance to both their future careers and to

the implementation of conservation on the ground. Overall, students seemed to easily identify how the case studies,
and specifically learning more about the landowner–tenant
relationship, contributed to what they envision to be their
future careers in farming or agricultural consulting (Table 1).
Students reported learning more about approaches to support collaborative conservation planning, including emphasizing communication between women landowners and tenants, altering lease agreements, and utilizing conservation
programs. They recognized how critical these relationships
were for the long-term viability of farming operations. Additionally, students recognized that the women landowners taking part in the case studies shared a passion and interest in
land management that differed from the students’ previous
encounters with or expectations of landowners. Table 3 details
illustrative examples of students’ quotes. Students identified
three specific components of relationship-building as key to
collaborative conservation planning among landowners and
tenants: taking into account both landowner and tenant concerns, women landowners’ engagement in the land and passion for sustainability, and the importance of a shared vision
or ethic to ensure long-term viability of an operation. We discuss these sub-themes below.
“Taking into consideration both parties’ concerns.”
Throughout the course, students stressed the importance of
taking into account the concerns of both the farmer and
landowner when developing conservation plans. Students recognized that exposure to this relationship—specifically, the
realities of conservation decision-making as a negotiation—
was an important value of the case studies to their future
careers. For example, some students noted that having learned
about the importance of this relationship would support innovation and conservation on their own farms or in their future
careers as agricultural consultants. Other students recognized
the role of lease rental agreements in facilitating positive relationships and avoiding conflict between landowners and tenants. Additionally, nearly one-third of students directly commented on the value that NRCS or other government program
supports could provide in conservation collaboration and that
they were previously unaware of the value of such programs.
Specifically in this context, students recognized that the programs’ financial assistance could allow tenants to take actions
to meet conservation goals that could otherwise be considered
to be too financially risky.
“Even if a landowner is away from the farm they still
care deeply.” About a third of the students expressed that
they were surprised to learn that there are so many women
landowners, and surprised that these landowners have a deep
passion for their land and are willing to work with tenants,
even if the landowners do not live on or near the farm. The
students explained that they expect landowners to “just want
a check,” or to only be engaged with the farm only as an economic endeavor. Students also identified how the cases were

“As I will be working as an agronomist at a coop when I graduate this knowledge will help me make better
recommendations and fill the needs of our customers better.” Student no. 28
“In the future, I would like to be a crop consultant which would put me in the middle of some operator/landowner
relationships. The knowledge gained would help me to make appropriate recommendations taking into consideration
both parties’ concerns.” Student no. 7
“I honestly never really heard much of a crop share system. I can see how that works efficiently for both the landowner
and producer to keep each other honest because it is affecting both their checkbooks.” Student no. 29
“None of these case studies are similar to the landowner and tenant relationships that I see back home. Back where I am
from the landowners don’t have much say in what is done on their property. Most everything is cash rented so the tenant
gets all they say in what gets planted where. Landowners are not as worried about soil conservation like these
landowners were.” Student no. 28
“[I was surprised by] how much land is currently owned by women. I think this number was surprising because many
people don’t really talk about women landowners when it comes to farming." Student no. 8
“The most surprising thing that I learned in this course was how much these women landowners cared for their farmland
even though some of them were away from the farm for many years. They all cared deeply about their land and wanted
what was best for it. I think I was unaware of this before because I always perceived people that inherited ground just
wanted the money from the land and that they didn’t care what happened to it. I always thought they would rent the
ground to the highest bidder and not care what happened to it. I learned that even if a landowner is away from the farm
they still care deeply about their land.” Student no. 24
“In this course I was very surprised that these landowners could have such defined goals because they care so much
about the land without knowing much about farming practices." Student no. 30
“These relationships are important because one doesn’t work without the other. I think that the tenant needs to be
transparent with his/her expenses and income to show that some years doing something new isn’t in the budget and they
need to know that. Most farmers have an ego the size of Texas but need to learn to put that aside and show that not doing
something new this year but maybe next year will better improve the relationships and improve long-term financial
health along with the health of the field.” Student no. 3
“If even one of these relationships become unhealthy it can greatly impact the farming operation, especially the family
relationship, because most likely if this relationship becomes unhealthy than [sic] the farming operation can be split up
throughout the family." Student no. 31
“All of these layers must have good communication in order to make sure all the goals and long-term plans mesh
together. Each of these people has a certain vision for the future of the land and decisions must be made in the best
interest of the farm. This is why these ‘layers’ are critical because they will determine how much money the farm makes,
how healthy the soil is for future generations, and who will be passed the farm in the future. All of these are extremely
important and are happening all over Nebraska and the U.S. every day.” Student no. 11

“Even if a landowner is away they
still care deeply”: Surprised to
find engaged, passionate women
landowners

“One doesn’t work without the
other”: Importance and
interdependence of
landowner–tenant relationships
for long-term viability of
operations

(Continues)

Illustrative student quotes

“Taking into consideration both
parties’ concerns”: Collaborative
conservation planning requires
negotiation

Quotes from student reflection assignments categorized by learning theme

Learning theme

TA B L E 3
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Illustrative student quotes
“I understand that conservation is important, but I feel like we spent a lot of time on it. I feel that we could have spent more
time on agronomic strategies.” Student no. 32
“As we saw in our case studies, sometimes the landowner has bigger plans for conservation that can negatively affect the
tenant’s production.” Student no. 25
“The main challenges is the ‘farmability’ of the conservation practice. If the conservation practice makes it hard for the
producer to farm around, then it can be a nuisance for them. For example, building a terrace that is sized for a 12 row
planter when the producer uses a 24 row planter would make it a nuisance for the producer to put a crop in. This
particular challenge can be solved with communication.” Student no. 7
“Landowners often have unrealistic goals of what they want their land to look like. This can become a problem for a tenant
because a tenant has to make a living off of the land, whereas a landowner is making the same amount of money off of
the land regardless of how productive it is. These challenges can be reduced by educating landowners on profitable
agricultural production practices.” Student no. 24
“One major challenge is some landowners do not know how farming works and they can hear good things about
conservation and want it done, but it may not always work for them and the tenant.” Student no. 12
“They want it done their way and the way of the landowners are not always right when they think they are. Farmers have
been doing it a way for a long time and have a landowner come in and tell how to run their operation doesn’t set right
[sic] with the farmer especially if the landowner has no knowledge in the farming world.” Student no. 23
“I felt like we may have learned too much about the landowner’s family history and why they want the land to be more
diverse or turned to more of a conservational system. The stories about their family’s history of the land may add some
bias to some possible management answers and persuade us from looking at certain alternatives.” Student no. 14
“In my complete honest opinion I did not get much real information from any of the actual landlords although I found
the history of each farm very interesting and I love hearing those kinds of stories, I do not quite see at this point how they
are applicable to the project. They just didn’t seem like they really truly understood what was happening on the farm.”
Student no. 9
“I feel for what we learned too much about was the history of the farms. Instead of gathering more precise information
needed for inputs. . . ” Student no. 5

“Spent more time on conservation
discussions then agronomic
discussions”: Orientation toward
short-term profit over long-term
conservation goals

“Landowners often have unrealistic
goals”: Landowner expectations
believed to be incongruent with
production

“Learned too much about was the
history of the farms”: Family
history perceived to be biased
and unimportant to course goals

(Continued)

Learning theme

TA B L E 3
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similar to or different from those in their own family or with
which they are most familiar from where they grew up, with
many noting surprise that the landowners involved in the case
studies were deeply engaged in the long-term sustainability of
the farm.
“One doesn’t work without the other.” Repeatedly, students highlighted that landowners and tenants needed to be
“on the same page,” or share a similar perspective about land
use, as this is critical to long-term viability of an operation.
They cited examples from their case studies about the challenges of developing a plan for landowner–tenant pairs in
which there seemed to be different or competing goals, or in
which the landowner and tenants misunderstood one another’s
goals. Similarly, students identified examples of landowner–
tenant pairs as better matches when both landowner and tenant seemed to have similar goals or outcomes in mind. Students observed the precariousness of the landowner–tenant
relationship; for example, if the landowner is not happy, then
the tenant may lose the ability to farm the land. Several
students noted that this was particularly important for their
own families or in general to sustain the farm for the next
generation.

3.2
Gendered stereotypes and
production-oriented mindsets shape student
perceptions of landowner agency and
conservation implementation
Although students reported valuing their observations of
the landowner–tenant relationship in the case studies, we
observed that students relied upon gendered stereotypes and
undervalued the role of conservation and familial ties to
the land in favor of more profit-oriented perspectives. Even
though students recognized that positive landowner relationships are important for the long-term viability of the operations, their reflections and assignments generally prioritized short-term profits over longer-term conservation goals.
Their views of conservation and production as opposing priorities, rather than complimentary influences, characterize
a production-oriented mindset that prioritizes the authority
of the farmer. In the applied work of the case studies, students tended to fall back on such assumptions; in this instance
we again noted dissonance between what students reported
as important and how they applied that to a real-world scenario. We describe three components of how students minimized landowner agency and the implementation of conservation through their reliance upon gendered stereotypes and
production-oriented mindsets: oppositional framing of conservation implementation that favored tenants’ over landowners’ goals, a misconception that landowners’ conservation
goals were unrealistic, and undervaluing the role of familial
and land history.
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“Spent more time on conservation discussions than
agronomic discussions.” In reflecting upon the course and
their projects, students often situated conservation in opposition to, or separate from, agronomic planning. This oppositional framing persisted despite students having responded
favorably about the importance of conservation in the presemester survey, expressing high agreement with statements
regarding soil and water conservation, soil health, and how
addressing conservation can achieve both improved environmental and profitability outcomes (Figure 1). However, we
did not note any student who defined sustainability or diversification as incorporating anything to do with people, relationships, or other social components of a farming operation.
When asked about how they would define sustainability in
their early semester reflection assignment, typical answers
included mention of soil (approximately 13 students, or 40%)
and/or a financial aspect of sustainability in profitability or
business. Further, the majority of students (approximately
24 students, or 75%) explained diversification only in terms
of crop diversification, whereas a number of students also
included financial or enterprises in their definition of diversification. Although students’ provided well-defined or perceived “right answers” to the survey responses questions at
the start of the class asking about conservation and sustainability, they struggled to express sustainability and conservation in their reflective answers at the end of the course in
relation to the specific landowner–tenant scenarios. In spite
of their favorable preconceived impressions of conservation,
it was our observation from analysis of student writing and
working with students throughout the semester that they were
not always successful at substantively integrating conservation within their farm improvement plans. Although various
conservation practices were included both during the field trip
and in lecture periods (including discussion of cover crops and
visits to riparian buffers at the farms, as well as a presentation
from an NRCS representative about conservation programs)
it may not have been enough exposure for students to consider
how such on-farm integration can occur.
After students had presented their farm improvement plans
at the end of the semester, landowners, in discussion with
Basche, expressed a favorable view of the project outcomes;
the partnership with students had strengthened the farmer–
landowner relationships. However, all three landowners noted
that the improvement plans offered more to the farmers than
to themselves, particularly in favoring a short-term production
focus over an emphasis on longer-term conservation goals.
This is congruent with the instructor’s impressions of the final
presentations in that students did not substantively address
both agronomic and conservation goals as was asked in the
assignment, and that the conservation pieces were lacking
depth. Additionally, a professional agronomist in the region
who observed the final presentations provided his perspective
that student presentations lacked some depth and synthesis of
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F I G U R E 1 Students’ mean responses (n = 31) to the prompt “Indicate your agreement with the following statements” regarding soil and water
conservation themes, where 1 = strongly disagree and 5 = strongly agree

ideas in addressing both the farmers’ and landowners’ goals.
For example, students found it challenging to incorporate a
revised crop budget that accounted for taking a few hectares
(acres) out of crop production in order to incorporate a filter
strip on flooded regions of a field, even though prior instructor
feedback and specific requests from the landowner asked them
to investigate these costs. Additionally, students were more
likely to associate conservation as an interest of the landowners, and production as an interest of the farmers, setting up a
competing dichotomy in goals based on different roles rather
than shared goals.
“Landowners often have unrealistic goals.” Even as
they recognized the importance of farmer–landowner relationships, students tended to prioritize the perspective of the
farmers throughout their coursework and lean on stereotypes
of landowners in their reflections of the different cases. For
example, students used the following language to describe the
positionality of the women landowners (in general) in relation to conservation or their relationship with their tenant:
unaware, not educated, don’t know how farming works, have
reduced knowledge, just there to collect the rent check, may
not have time, have unrealistic goals, unrealistic expectations,
are disconnected, may lack agriculture background. Many of
these stereotypes and assumptions about women landowners’
motivations or knowledge were used also in reference to the
three landowners involved in the course project, even though
all of the landowners in the project were actively engaged in
learning more about their farms and land, as evidenced by

their participation in this project, and had familial or previous work connections to agriculture (notably one lives on the
land currently and another had grown up on the land and has
a second home on it currently).
We observed that the devaluing of landowners’ knowledge
or goals persisted throughout the semester. In the pre-semester
survey, students ranked producers as the most highly influential factor or person in on-farm decision making (Figure 2),
ranking landowners below agronomists, financial markets or
other agricultural consultants, illustrating this preconceived
orientation toward farmer perspectives. This undervaluing of
landowners continued even upon completion of the management plans and presentation of their case studies; in the postcourse reflection, a number of students identified the largest
barrier to farmer–landowner cooperation in conservation to
be landowners’ expectations of what is possible on their land.
Students expressed this idea in a number of ways, citing that
the landowners’ ideas were “not feasible,” did not account
for “farmability,” or that landowners do not see the farmer’s
perspective well or were unaware how changes might impact
farmers. A number of students additionally expressed a perception that landowners are unfamiliar with production agriculture and as a result their expectations could harm profits, proposing more education of landowners as a possible
solution.
“Learned too much about the history of the farms.”
Students devalued the place-based and historical knowledge
shared by landowners about their farms; 14 of the 32 students
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F I G U R E 2 Students’ mean responses (n = 31) to the prompt “Indicate below your impression of how influential each of the following people or
factors are in on-farm decision-making.” Influence can be positive or negative, where 1 = not influential, 2 = less influential, 3 = neutral, 4 = influential,
and 5 = very influential

also commented in their post-trip reflection assignment that
they learned too much about the history of the farms (these
histories were generally presented by the women landowners). A number of students not only felt they learned too
much about the land’s history, but that the information provided by landowners about their familial or emotional connections to the land was unnecessary. Students also argued
that landowners’ sharing these connections reflected a bias or
that the landowners did not know truly what was happening
on their farms.
Although students recognized the importance of the social
relationships, they may not have had enough previous exposure to social aspects of conservation decision-making to
be able to integrate or reconcile the landowners’ emotional
or familial connections to the land with the tenants’ production needs in their case study recommendations. Students instead often emphasized the importance of landowners and tenants “being on the same page” when discussing
the landowner–tenant relationships; however, students’ comments diminishing the landowners’ goals and connections to
the land reflected a prioritization of the tenants’ concerns.
Rather than recognizing the importance of mutuality in working toward agreed upon goals that respect both the landowners’ respect for the land’s past and hopes for its future with
tenants’ shorter-term production needs, “on the same page”
often implied that landowners should follow the lead of the

farmers. Students then struggled to successfully make recommendations for navigating or negotiating landowner–tenant
goals, as they were tasked to do throughout the course, falling
back instead upon preconceptions or stereotypes that diminished the place-based knowledge of the women landowners;
this is consistent with previous studies finding conservation
professionals and tenants may devalue women’s knowledge
of the land (Carter, 2019; Wells & Eells, 2011). For example, they relied upon perceived or stereotypical binaries (e.g.,
landowners value conservation and tenants value production, conservation is always at the expense of production,
landowners only want their checks whereas tenants care about
the long-term viability of the operation, landowners do not
know about agriculture and tenants are the only ones who
do; Table 3) rather than engaging with the more nuanced
relationship dynamics presented to them in the case studies.
This resulted in case study recommendations that favored the
tenants.

3.3
Implications for future education and
research efforts
Agricultural policy makers, educators, and agency staff
widely recognize the need for more rapid expansion of
agricultural conservation. Training the next generation of
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farmers, consultants, and agriculture professionals is critical
to this expansion. Based upon our study, we recommend that
training, specifically in undergraduate education, more substantively incorporate the social complexities of agricultural
decision-making. In addition, there is a need to integrate
the social components of diversification more thoroughly
in conceptualizations of sustainability and teaching about
conservation. We discuss these recommendations below.
Both will require equipping students not only to understand
economic and production considerations, but also social components that include the gendered dynamics that can impact
landowner–tenant relationships. Further, this training requires
us, as teachers and scholars, to examine how curricula—and
especially the exclusions from existing curricula—maintain
the status quo. This training must recognize that many students in agricultural courses are white men who intend to have
access to land to farm in the future, a particularly privileged
class of individuals. We have a responsibility as educators
to challenge students’ stereotypes, especially when their
planned careers as farmers, consultants, or other agricultural
professionals will critically impact outcomes of agricultural
landscapes and communities. To be successful in their future
relationships with landowners, these professionals will need
to think critically and holistically about decision-making and
management.

3.3.1
Research and outreach addressing
social and power dynamics in agricultural
decision-making
Overall, the students prioritized the tenants’ shorter-term economic perspectives in relation to the land and diminished the
landowners’ familial connections or longer-term conservation goals. These valuations align with mainstream agribusiness advertising and extension programming that tailor to
the reconceptualization of the farmer as a businessman (Bell,
Hullinger, & Brislen, 2015; Carter & Lopez, 2019). The
majority of students not only prioritized economic data in
their planning, but actively marginalized place-based knowledge, including familial heritage and personal connections
to the land. The students’ readiness to classify landowners’
personal and emotional connections or histories as “biased”
information in land management—and their inability to recognize the bias in privileging the tenants’ concerns—suggests
educators cannot expect students to enter into the classroom
ready to critically identify, much less examine, the social landscapes of agriculture. In hindsight, we recognize now that
we could have designed the project to have included more
information up front to ground students in the ways different forms of knowledge and experience can inform decisionmaking, because these observations were not obvious to the
students. Further, we realize it would have been a fruitful
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exercise to have included Indigenous land connections and
historic and current agricultural practices in Nebraska as a
way to invite students to think longer term and beyond white
settlement histories on these lands. This is a challenging
task given the epistemological dominance of the treadmill
of production throughout agricultural education (Schnaiberg,
1980), which emphasizes progress as adoption of continuously improving technologies to maximize production. One
semester is not enough to counter the cultural invisibility of
women (or other underrepresented groups) in agriculture and
the long-entrenched contextualization of farming as “men’s
work” (Sachs, 1983).
Our results might have varied had we included landowners in our case studies who were both men and women; however, the goal of this study was to counter the invisibility of
women’s agricultural decision-making and to expose students
to this demographic underrepresented in agricultural conservation (Carolan, 2005; Carter, 2019; Wells & Eells, 2011). In
their reflections and course work, students repeated genderbased stereotypes demonstrating expectations of invisibility
and deference to their tenants. For example, students were surprised that women owned so much land and cared so much
about farming “without knowing much about farming practices.” Students further recognized that their surprise was due
to the fact that “many people don’t really talk about women
landowners when it comes to farming.” These gender-based
stereotypes reflect the numerous perceived social norms that
subjugate women to inferior roles to men; women are unlikely
to be the primary decision-maker on land that they own
(Rogers & Vandeman, 1993), are expected to defer decisionmaking to men (Carter, 2017), are less likely to identify as
a farm operator even they share responsibilities with men
(Rosenfeld, 1985), and are less likely to be taken as seriously
as male producers (Barbercheck et al., 2009). Even as students had knowledgeable women landowners in front of them
sharing information about their experiences with and plans
for their farmland, the students failed to hear or value the
women’s knowledge and prioritized the tenants’ views over
the landowners’.
Further, students defaulted to viewing conservation
decision-making as an either/or power struggle concluding
with what the landowner wants or what the tenant wants,
rather than an “and” negotiation in which both might reach
agreement in a path forward together. When discussing
the importance of communication and being “on the same
page,” students implied or stated explicitly that landowners
should learn more in order to better understand their tenants,
further evidence of a gender-based stereotype in that women
are expected to defer authority to men (Carter, 2017).
Students were more likely to cite landowner education as
a solution to farmer–landowner collaboration rather than
proposing farmer action oriented solutions, prioritizing a
deficit model of education in which the landowner needs to
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be “taught” how to think like the tenant. In our collective
experiences in the fields of agriculture and natural resources,
we observe that most education and extension is focused on
such knowledge deficit models of communication, where
the approach is to share knowledge with those assumed to
be lacking information (i.e., such as informing people on
the biophysical considerations of crop management, soil
fertility, or other related topics). This approach has been
widely criticized across a range of scientific disciplines,
including in the realms of food and agricultural risk, due to
a focus on one-way communication (De Witt, Osseweijer, &
Pierce, 2017; Hansen, Holm, Frewer, Robinson, & Sandøe,
2003). Further, government messaging on beginning farmer
programs following this type of technical knowledge transfer
model have been shown not to address the true challenges
faced by beginning farmers, which may be more structural in
nature (Calo, 2018). The knowledge deficit approach, in its
assumption that expert-instruction is the answer to teaching
learners how to adopt specific practices, also ignores the
power dynamics that may be in play when making decisions
about farmland, such as gendered expectations for women to
defer decision-making to their tenants and the discrimination,
as well as the lack of networks and support that women in
agriculture experience (Barbercheck et al., 2009; Carter,
2019; Eells, 2008; Wells & Eells, 2011). The knowledge
deficit approach is positioned in contrast to less common
but more participatory models where listening and learning
from each other is valued in order to address the complexities
of relationships and decision-making, which have proven
successful in working with women landowners (Carter, 2019;
Eells, 2008). Such networking models are recommended by
extension practitioners for improving outreach to women
(Barbercheck et al., 2009). Building elements of social
capital, such as bonding and connection, are critical to the
co-creation of knowledge and innovation in farmer field
schools (Charatsari, Lioutas, & Koutsouris, 2020) and can
be effective in the peer-to-peer learning among underrepresented groups in agriculture, such as women farmland owners
(Carter, 2019; Eells, 2008).
In future course development and research, it would be
helpful to analyze students’ learning and assumptions from an
intersectional perspective, more specifically to analyze more
deeply how students’ own experiences and identities shape
their understanding of the social relationships involved in land
management. This might include asking students early in the
semester about family background, income, race, and gender
identity. For example, it is likely that those students intending to farm grew up in families who own or have access
to agricultural land, and those who are not likely to inherit
land are more likely to end up in other roles (i.e., advisors,
consultants, or educators). Sharing USDA agricultural census data trends and inviting reflection on the historical and
contemporary reasons why one student might be more likely
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to farm in the future than another might help to make visible how social inequalities shape the present agricultural
landscape.

3.3.2

Educational recommendations

It is clear that students reflected on the importance of the
course in improving their understanding of landowner–tenant
dynamics to inform their future work. Valuable career development skills resulting from the case studies aligns with other
similar agricultural undergraduate courses and opportunities
that employ experiential-learning approaches (Mathews et al.,
2019; Yates & Hodgson, 2018). After reflection on the student work, it is important to recognize that the assignment
and course overall might be better structured to more intentionally prompt students on valuing the relationship aspects
in the case studies.
Jelinski et al. (2020) proposed a model for a soils travel
course that centered the perspectives of stakeholders and the
importance of place before investigating the more biophysical
components of farms and landscapes. In this course, students
met with stakeholders (including farmers and other agricultural professionals) for more extended periods of time (multiple days in some instances), students were given responsibilities in co-planning the travel and trip logistics, and deep
conversations and unstructured discussions were encouraged.
The field trip portion of this course only included an approximately 6-hour visit to each farm, with time for lunch together,
but included only limited time with each farmer, landowner,
and other professionals at each site. Similar approaches might
be employed to help further student relationships with both
landowner and farmer, to help value the role of the place and
the landowners’ experiences with their land.
Finally, we further observe in our collective experiences
that there is an orientation in the field of agronomy to
frame conservation vs. production rather than an intentional
emphasis on how they are synergistic and complimentary.
Although the instructor worked to highlight these synergies,
it is clear that more work must be done to combat the antagonistic framing of conservation vs. production. Further, more
emphasis could be placed on the reality that diversification is
not only biological or ecological, such as crop management
and in-field practices, or economic, in terms of diversity of
on-farm income, but also social. Sustainable land management and farm diversification today also requires diversity
both in terms of social practices (e.g., rental agreements,
collaborative relationships, shared responsibility to soil and
water health) and diversity of decision-makers (e.g., women
landowners, Latinx farmers, Indigenous nations). Especially as farmers compete for limited rental hectares (acres)
and compete in precarious global markets, diversifying
who we consider as important in agricultural decision-

BASCHE AND CARTER

14 of 16

making may strengthen relationships between farmers and
landowners and translate to improved diversification in
practices on the ground. Related to this, a number of scholars
and teaching practitioners recognize the need for more
educational emphasis on the social sciences, communication,
and interdisciplinarity to support students in solving “wicked”
social–environmental challenges such as those faced in the
agricultural sciences (Basche et al., 2014; Pauley, McKim,
& Hodbod, 2019; Wade et al., 2020). From our research we
recognize this need and encourage instructors, departments,
and colleges to re-evaluate how such themes can be incorporated in all aspects of the curriculum, beyond capstone or
integrative courses such as the one described in this study.

4

CONCLUSION

In this research, we analyzed the work of senior undergraduate
students in a capstone course project, where they were tasked
with preparing a holistic farm management plan that met both
the conservation and production goals in three landowner–
tenant case studies. This project was successful in exposing
students to the complexities of landowner–tenant relationships and how these relationships influence the implementation of conservation; however, a semester is short and, for
many students, this was their first time thinking about the
role of women landowners in land management. In preparing students for success in their future careers, agricultural
educators should consider how social aspects of land management are included in sustainability instruction and emphasize the realities of how existing social inequalities influence
land management. Students recognized the importance of the
social relationships in conservation implementation but struggled to account for these in their case studies. The effort
to introduce different voices in management—in this case,
women landowners interested in collaboratively planning and
implementing conservation—is an important step in creating
learning opportunities for students; however, it is clear that
agricultural education requires many more steps to get to a
point where power in decision-making is more equitably distributed.
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